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Glossary of Terms 
 
Agenda of the child: I use the term “on his own agenda” or “the agenda of the child” to highlight the 
qualitative experience of being with a child who is preoccupied with his or her own thoughts and 
experiences to the exclusion of referencing social information in the surrounding environment. Children 
with autism spectrum disorders often seem captured by their internal agenda and have difficulty 
scanning their surroundings for social cues and information. I talk with parents and teachers about how 
children on the spectrum have a difficult time shifting their focus from their internal agenda to the 
agenda of others.  
 
Autism spectrum disorders: This term refers to the continuum of developmental differences that 
make up autism disorders. The three major forms of autism discussed are: Autistic Disorder, Pervasive 
Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS), and Asperger’s Syndrome. A detailed 
description of each type of autism spectrum disorder can be found in my book, Autism Conversations. 
 
DSM-IV TR: The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, Text Revision, is 
the American Psychiatric Association’s diagnostic classification manual of psychiatric disorders, 
including Autistic Disorder, Pervasive Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS), and 
Asperger’s Syndrome.  
 
Neuro-atypical conversation: This term refers to the practice of deliberately starting a conversation 
with a child by introducing that child’s preferred topics of interest. Because the adult does not focus 
on establishing a series of social questions or comments to start the conversation, I refer to starting the 
conversation “in the middle.”   
 
Neuro-typical development: This term refers to development in the areas of communication, social, 
and sensory use in children who do not show a pattern of developmental differences.  
 
Sensory-seeking play: This term is one I use to describe the qualitative experience of watching a child 
become preoccupied with gaining repetitive sensory input from toys and materials during the sensory-
based diagnostic interview. Usually when the child is engaged in sensory-seeking play, he or she is 
resistant to attempts by others to share in the play routines. The term “sensory-seeking play” provides 
a contrast to socially driven play. Socially driven play is the type of play typically seen in children who 
do not have an autism spectrum disorder.  
 
Sensory topics: This refers to the preferred topics and areas of interest the child displays during the 
sensory-based diagnostic interview session. When a child becomes caught up in talking about a 
preferred topic, the qualitative experience the evaluators have typically includes the sense that the 
child is watching the events unfold visually as he or she describes details about a preferred topic.  
 
Sensory toys: Sensory toys are toys that provide some form of clear sensory input. Usually, the toys 
provide a way for the child to set up repetitive sensory routines to obtain visual, auditory, or tactile 
input. Conversely, sensory toys also allow the evaluators to observe when the child has an aversion or 
sensitivity to sensory input.  
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Visual framework: This refers to my system of organizing information about autism spectrum 
disorders. Individuals with an autism spectrum disorder show a distinctive pattern of differences in 
their development in three key areas: language and communication, social relationships and emotional 
responses, and sensory use and interests.  
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